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SELA OR PETRA, -THE STRONG CITY." 

THE RUINED CAPITAL OF EDOM. 



By Rev. A. Forder, 
Jerusalem, Syria. 



That there was a city of importance long ago in Edom, a 
place which still is worthy of a visit, is plainly gathered from 
Scripture. In Ps. 108 : 10 the psalmist exclaims: -Who will 
bring me into the strong city, who will lead me into Edom?" 1 
During the past century travelers have come to the East, and 
travelers still come, asking the same question ; but until within 
the last five years few have been found willing to answer them. 
Danger, fear of the Bedouins, fatigue, expense, and other rea- 
sons, most of them genuine, were given, thus preventing the 
anxious traveler from visiting a place of well-known interest. 

But, the reader will ask, where is this strong city ; what is 
its name ? In 2 Kings 14 : 7 we find the answer : Sela, of Edom, 
near the Valley of Salt. Without doubt the early verses of 
Obadiah refer to the same place. Petra, then, was the prosper- 
ous, proud, elegant, and fascinating city of ages long past. 
Even today this city retains its fascination and elegance, 
although bereft of its haughty inhabitants and prosperity. Of 
late years a number of travelers have gone to Petra, making a 
stay of two or three days, and then returning with the idea that 
they have done well. I have been six times to Petra ; and on 
each journey I have come upon something new and interesting. 
Through my acquaintance with the wild Arabs of the district, I 
have been able to explore the side-paths and untrodden corners. 

The city lies in a deep valley, surrounded on all sides by high 
mountains, which are severed in all directions by ravines and 

'The capital city of Edom, which is here referred to, bears the name "Sela" 
elsewhere in the Old Testament, as in 2 Kings 14:7; Isa. 42 : 11. But in Josephus 
(e. £\, Antiquities, IV, iv, 7) it is called " Petra," the Greek word corresponding to the 
Hebrew " Sela." By the name of "Petra " it is commonly known today. 
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' PHARAOH'S TREASURY " AT PETRA. 
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Fig. i. ENTRANCE TO THE ANCIENT CITY OF PETRA. 
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steep valleys. Nature has made her own defenses, and clever 
were the founders of a city in such a place. 

History relates that in the year 310 B. C. Athenaeus, a gen- 
eral of Antigonus, took the town by attacking it in the absence 
of the men at a neighboring market. The latter, on their return, 
retaliated by a nocturnal attack, which resulted in the destruc- 




Fig. 2. A SIDE DOOR OF THE TEMPLE. 

tion of the Greek army. A second attempt to capture the place, 
under Demetrius, also failed, as the inhabitants were so well pro- 
tected. 

In the fourth century A. D. the prosperity of Petra failed and 
soon came to an end ; the whole region was overrun and devas- 
tated by the Arabs, and from that period the name disappears 
from history, until Seetzen, the foremost of modern explorers, 
again revived its memory and explored the place. The Turkish 
authorities have taken under control the district of Moab and 
Edom, so that access to Petra is now easy, provided the traveler 
is content to put up with a long journey and rough living for 
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about twenty days. Vss. 3 and 4 of Obadiah become real after a 
visit to Petra. The rock-work is wonderful. The Nabateans of 
Greek and Roman history are supposed to have occupied and 
beautified Petra in the third and fourth centuries A. D., and to 
them are ascribed the elaborate and exquisite rock-cuttings found 
on every hand. 




Fip 3. THE THEATER AT PETRA. 



The general character of the work at Petra is that of the 
debased Roman style of the third and fourth centuries of the 
Christian era. The monuments of Petra are, however, strikingly 
imposing, nearly all of them having been hewn in the solid rock. 
Petra must be approached by a long narrow chasm, flanked by 
rocks from 40 to 250 feet high (Fig. 1). This gateway probably 
in ancient times formed the only approach to the city. The 
chasm varies in width from 6 to 15 feet, is filled with a wild 
profusion of fig, willow, oleander, and tamarisk trees, and is fur- 
ther beautified by a clear, cool stream of fresh water which flows 
through it almost continually. As one nears the end of this 
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romantic chasm, which is about a mile and a half in length, one 
sees before him traces of carving on the rock opposite the out- 
let, and in a few moments one is face to face with the finest 
monument in Petra, known as Khuznee Faroun, or " Pharaoh's 
Treasury " (see the frontispiece of this number). This magnifi- 
cent cutting in the face of the rock is about 87 feet high by 40 




Fig. 4. THE THREE- STORIED TOMB. 

feet broad, and is enhanced by the rich pink color of the stone. 
The carving is exquisite and in an excellent state of preservation, 
owing to its sheltered position. The niches and wall spaces are 
adorned with figures of horsemen, women, and eagles. 

The portal leads into a spacious chamber about 36 feet square, 
off from which are three small recesses which probably contained 
sarcophagi in ancient times. Two smaller rooms leading off from 
the portico of this temple are entered by finely carved doors 
(Fig. 2). Passing down the valley, massive blocks are to be 
seen separated from the rock and standing alone in their soli- 
tude, each hollowed out and made so as to accommodate the 
body of some illustrious citizen of Petra. 
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Then bursts into view the theater (Fig. 3), with its thirty- 
three tiers of seats rising one above the other, capable of accom- 
modating from three to four thousand spectators. This is a 
stupendous work, being hewn entirely out of the natural rock. 

From here the valley widens, and on all sides tombs and 
temples in endless variety are to be seen. Away to the right 




Fig. 5. COLUMBARIA AT PETRA. 

are mountains of varying heights, radiant in all imaginable hues. 
In the foreground the rock has been cut to an enormous extent, 
so that stairways had to be made for reaching the second and 
topmost stories. But what attracts most attention is the mag- 
nificent three-storied tomb (Fig. 4) with its fine Corinthian 
columns. Although ruined, it is yet grand and claims notice. 
Impressive also is the ruined tomb with an inscription in Latin 
over the door, stating that this was the tomb of one Quintus 
Praetextus Florentinus. The grain of the various-hued rock here 
is remarkable. 

Sometimes dwellings with a tomb chamber attached can be 
seen, the latter containing shafts and niches of varying sizes for 
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the reception of the different members of the family to whom it 
belonged. Beautiful columbaria (Fig. 5) are hidden away in 
the side valleys, some with finely chased portals. These are 
often difficult of approach. Numbers of the small niches, which 
contained either the ashes or skulls of the dead, are still sealed 
up, being out of reach in the lofty rocks. 




Fig. 6. THE DEIR, PETRA. 

In the northwest corner of the city a very steep gorge 
ascends into the heart of the mountain. At places the ascent 
is made by steps cut in the native stone, at others by level 
inclines. After a weary climb the path leads to the Deir (Fig. 6), 
situated below the highest pinnacles of rock. It is carved in 
grav limestone. The doorway is 30 feet high, and leads into 
a fine chamber about 30 feet square, with an altar on an elevated 
platform, which is reached by an ascent of four steps. From 
here one has a fine view of Mount Hor and the ruined city 
below. Again, descending into the valley near the remains 
known as " Pharaoh's Castle," we see in the rock a remarkable 
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Fig. 7. AN UNFINISHED TOMB. 
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Fig. 8. MAZZEBAHS, OR PILLARS OF ANCIENT WORSHIP 
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unfinished tomb (Fig. 7). Here is evidence that the Petraeans 
worked their rock chambers from the top downward, probably 
after they had drawn the plan on the rock which had been hewn 
smooth. The capitals of four pillars had been completed, and 
then the work abandoned. The inside is partly cut ; entrance 
is obtained by a hole in the left-hand corner. 

Spiral and zigzag stairways abound on all sides, each lead- 
ing to some interesting tomb, temple, or dwelling. 

Standing out in their solitude small pyramids can be seen 
from many points. A climb to these is well worth while ; their 
quaintness leads one to wonder what their object was (Fig. 8). 2 

1 have mentioned the most important and striking monu- 
ments of Petra. Their unique situation in the midst of the 
desert greatly enhances the impression they produce. 

How true the words of the ancient seer in Jeremiah 49 : 16-18 
concerning this place : "As for thy terribleness, the pride of thy 
heart hath deceived thee, O thou that dwellest in the clefts of 
the rock, that holdest the height of the hill : though thou 
shouldest make thy nest as high as the eagle, I will bring thee 

down from thence, saith Jehovah No man shall dwell 

there, neither shall any son of man sojourn therein." Today it 
is the abode of owls, bats, and wild beasts ; only on rare occa- 
sions are they disturbed by visitors to the ancient city of Petra. 

Further information concerning Petra may be obtained from the follow- 
ing books : Socin-Benzinger, Baedeker's Guide to Palestine and Syria, sec. 
"Petra;" Porter, Murray's Guide to Palestine and Syria, sec. "Petra;" 
W. R. Smith, Encyclopedia Britannica, art. "Petra;" Kitto, Kitto's Bib- 
lical Encyclopedia, art. "Selah;" Muhlau, Riehm's Handworterbuch des 
biblischen Alterthums, art. "Sela;" Bertheau, Schenkel's Bibel-Lexikon, 
art. "Sela ;" Robinson, Biblical Researches, Vol. II, § 12 ; Stanley, Sinai 
and Palestine, pp. 85-Q2 ; Palmer, Desert of the Exodus, chap. 8 ; Wilson, 
In Scripture Lands, chap. 4 ; and the works of Burckhardt, De Luynes, 
Guerin, Ritter, and Seetzen. 

2 For particulars of these, and for a description of the interesting High Place 
near by, see the article by Professor G. L. Robinson, in the Biblical World, 
January, 190 1. 



